Charlotte Brontë's Shirley and Elizabeth Gaskell's North and South are primarily concerned with the social implications of an increasingly industrialized North in the middle of the nineteenth century. However, within the framework of these novels emerges a dialogue concerning representations of the 'industrial male.' Within each novel a variety of masculinities are performed through which the novelists attempt to define and identify a masculinity suited to emerging social realities. In order to accomplish this, the novels present performances of several possible 'masculinities' reflecting what Herbert Sussman terms the 'instability of manhood' arising from rapid societal changes in the 
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (10). The performances of manhood constructed and explored by Gaskell and Brontë reflect their own perceptions, prejudices, and concerns and should not be taken to represent actual men engaged in the industrial project. Indeed, an anonymous reviewer in the Leader criticized Gaskell's North and South complaining that she failed in this novel to 'throw a light on the vexed questions of masters and men.' This review goes on to criticize her for idealizing her hero Thornton, stating contemptuously 'Your grand ideal manufacturer . . . is utterly false.' Indeed, this anonymous critic condemned the dialogue of Gaskell and Brontë on questions of industrial manhood quite roundly by insisting that 'if there are two classes that should give trade and masters-and-men questions a wide berth, those classes are clergymen and women' (Easson 336). By this measure both women were doubly damned, one being the daughter of a clergyman, and the other the wife. And yet, this critic, could he have looked beyond the idealized portrait of Gaskell's great Captain of Industry, Thornton, would have realized that his own sense of the actual character of the industrial male, both master and man, shares much with Gaskell's as well as Brontë's explorations of the industrial male depicted in the novels. These novels wrestle with shared contemporary estimations of the characteristics possessed by men engaged in industry in the North of England, while attempting to construct an ideal performance of industrial masculinity.
The discussion of 'industrial manhood' in the novels of Brontë and Gaskell can be usefully interrogated first through the anxieties surrounding male violence and its correlative, male control. Sussman notes that for Browning and Carlyle the 'central issue within masculinity is the management of male energy' (73). Thus, according to Carlyle the challenge to industrial men was to restrain the 'potentially destructive energy in one's self and in others' (31), or as the anonymous Leader reviewer instructs, the problems connected to unrestrained male energy could only be managed by 'sound, strong, masculine, practical insight' (Easson 336). The underlying tension grounding both Brontë's and Gaskell's novels is the ability of the masters to control themselves and thus exert authority over their violent and unruly men. Both were keen to identify the social forces, along with what was increasingly being seen as a masculinity of interiority, through which violence could be controlled, if not completely eradicated (Tosh 231). This was a concern both Gaskell and Brontë shared with many reformers. The Manchester visitor Alexis De Tocqueville described Manchester as a place where 'Humanity attains its most . . . brutish . . . and man is turned back into a
